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Presentation: “Secularization in America: A Brief History of Non-Religion
Movements,” by Shoji Ippei
Comments by Ishida Manabu
Discussion:
After the presentation of the paper by Shoji Ippei and comments by Ishida
Manabu, the floor was opened for questions and discussion. A variety of
questions and topics were discussed, often intermingling with each other and
returning again to a topic that had been raised earlier. Here is a subjective
summary of the major topics covered, not necessarily in the order in which they
appeared:
1. What is the content of social norms for secularism? If social norms are being
derived from a “universal norm,” where do they come from?
Comments: there is a difference of opinion as to what are “universal norms.”
The United States has gone through a period of “de-Christianization” so there is
even more disagreement about “universal norms.”
2. The paper shows that (at least in some cases) secularism/humanism in America
is very “religious,” and its development is a precursor to the cultural wars of
today.
3. Questions were raised, and curiosity expressed, about more details concerning
the movements discussed in the paper, e.g., how many people are involved? Are
the movements growing, or not? Two groups are discussed in the paper, but how
about other groups or movements? What are the specific activities and goals of
the two groups discussed in the presentation. Why did the Secular Coalition for
America appear in 2002?
Comments: in the past few years, public interest in atheism has increased,
captured attention, and there are more people willing to say they don’t have any
particular religious affiliation.
95
NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES
Volume 29 (2007): 95-96
Proceedings of the NASSS 2007 Social ScienceⅡ
4. The impact of 9/11 appeared as a topic many times. A question was raised
pointing out that after 9/11, Americans became more religious (or at least there
was a visible increase in participation in religious activity), but how did this
impact the humanist, secularist movement?
Comments: After 9/11, both sides (humanist and conservative Christian) said
“see, I told you so” in response to the terrorist act.
It was also pointed out that what is different after 9/11 is that a totally new
group―Muslims―are trying to show that they are “really” Americans.
5. The topic of “cultural wars” was raised numerous times. It was pointed out
that these “conflicts” have a long history. For example, John Dewey is still seen
by many in conservative Christian circles as the “anti-Christ” for his advocacy of
secular education, and the development of “secular” education served as an
impetus for establishing Christian schools and “pushing back” against secular
education, e.g. in promoting creation science in response to the teaching of
evolution.
6. The issue of “multiple religious affiliation” was also a popular topic. It was
pointed out, however, that multiple religious membership (e.g., shifting from one
denomination to another due to changes in economic and or social status) is not a
“uniquely American” phenomenon. This comment provoked the response that
“multiple religious membership” (born Shinto, married Christian, buried
Buddhist) is often presented as a “uniquely Japanese” phenomenon, and that it is
not unique at all (either to Japan or America), but rather ubiquitous around the
world.
7. The idea of American civil religion also appeared frequently. There was a
comment about the “cohesion” of American society with regard to its civil
religion, while another comment pointed out that there is no real cohesion but
only a semblance of cohesion, because there is enough space in the United States
for people to create and live in communities of like beliefs, and thus avoid contact
and dealings with people with opposing or diverse beliefs and practices.
Comments were also made on the important place of the Declaration of
Independence and Constitution for providing a common creed in American
society.
Finally, it was argued that the “melting pot” metaphor is too optimistic and
does not truly reflect the reality for many people, especially minorities, in
contemporary American society.
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